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A Hmong Woman’s Educational Journey
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Introduction
The story of how I came to acknowledge that my entire education was eurocentric in nature, and
that I too accepted the fallacies in which such oppressive epistemologies framed Hmong culture
and gender, is the journey I navigate as a scholar and daughter. “Stories” according to Alexander
and Mohanty (2010) “are simultaneously ‘maps’ in that they mobilize both histories and
geographies of power” (p. 475). In other words, stories are markers and mediums in which readers
can physically locate the protagonist through time and space. Unlike “maps,” stories invoke the
emotions that maps cannot easily exert from individuals. Stories allow for people to hear for
themselves the power structure that exists. Moreover, Adichie (2009) warns of the danger of
listening to only one story and generalizing it. In my case, I generalized Hmong women as being
oppressed by Hmong culture. However, it is important to reflect and understand that this narrative
is one of many that perpetuates my Hmong community and influences the minds of Hmong women
such as myself. I am all too familiar with these popular stories of oppression and patriarchy within
Asian families. My story seeks to explore and understand how destructive this single story was in
shaping how I negotiated the intersectionalities of my ethnic identity, culture, gender, and U.S.
education.

My Family
I grew up in Fresno, California where I learned from my teachers that the United States of America
is the land of opportunity where everyone is treated equal regardless of if you are a man or a
woman. With this picture of America that was cultivated in my schooling, it was contradictory to,
and created tensions with gendered expectations of my Hmong culture. In my eyes, the notion of
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“equality” created a dichotomy of Hmong and American culture. To me, America represented
equality; an equality that I felt my Hmong culture did not possess.
Because my brothers are sons, they could go out with their friends.
Because I am a daughter, I could rarely go out with my friends.
Because my brothers are sons, they did not have to cook and clean much.
Because I am a daughter, I must.
Because my brothers are sons, people tell my parents they are lucky to have five of them.
Because I am a daughter, people tell my parents not to invest in me.
Because my brothers are sons, they will always be a part of the family.
Because I am a daughter, I will one day be considered a qhua (guest).
Because I am a daughter.
Because I am a daughter.
Simply because I am a daughter.
As a Hmong daughter pursuing an education, I often asked, “Where do I fit in? Can I even
fit in? Wait, do I want to fit in?” As the second child and only daughter, I was fortunate enough to
be born into a family that values education and have also gone to school in the United States. Both
my parents and their families came to the United States as Hmong refugees who were uprooted
from their home country of Laos. My father graduated with his bachelor’s degree and my mother
graduated with her high school diploma. My father has one sister who graduated with her high
school diploma, two sisters with a bachelor’s degree, one brother with a master’s degree, and one
sister who graduated with a doctorate degree. As for my mother’s side, she has one brother who
graduated with his high school diploma. As can be seen through the high levels of educational
attainment in my family, they had already set a precedent of college education regardless of gender.
My family also had high expectations for educational success, and navigational knowledge of the
U.S. higher education system. However, it is also important to recognize that their educational
achievements did not come easily. Upon their arrival, they did not know English, but maintained
a strong foundation collectively in order to be where they are today.
At family gatherings, my relatives from my father’s side would hold educational meetings
where we as the children would sit around and hear them talk about the importance of education.
Kuv puj (my paternal grandmother) would remind my cousins and I, “Kev kawm ntawv yog tus
yuam sij uas qhib lub qhov rooj rau txoj kev vam meej” (Education is the key that will open the
door to prosperity). Because my mother’s side of the family did not hold as many degrees as my
father’s, kuv niam tais (my maternal grandmother), would remind me of their struggles in the
United States because of their lack of education. She would say, “Rau siab kawm neb thiaj li tsis
txom nyem li niam tais, dab luag, koj niam, thiab niam tais” (Work hard in school so you all won’t
have to suffer like your grandma, uncle, mom, and aunt). Both my grandmas emphasized the
importance of education for the future of their children and grandchildren. Meanwhile, my
relatives and parents would share with us what they know about our U.S. education and how to
excel using resources such as our peers, friends, teachers, and mentors.
With the values of education instilled in me and being the only daughter in my family, I
felt that education was my key to gender equality, in resistance to the male-dominated nature of
Hmong culture. From elementary school to the beginning of graduate school, I had perceived my
Hmong culture as male dominated because my experiences were framed solely by notions of
gender as I learned them in school. Being born into a Hmong family, I understood early on that
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once I marry into my husband’s family I would not be considered a part of my biological family.
In Hmong, there is a famous paj lug (proverb) that says:
Cuaj lub hli tsis cuag ib lub nub,
Cuaj leej ntxhais zoo tsis cuag ib leeg tub
(Nine moons can’t compare to one sun,)
(Nine daughters can’t compare to one son)
This paj lug represents the distinct values between Hmong daughters and sons, signifying
once again the importance of sons compared to daughters. The comparison of the moons and the
sun means that as daughters they may shine brightly but it is only the sun that can keep you warm.
Sun provides the warmth and energy that the planets need; similarly sons provide that reassurance
for parents that they will be taken care of later in life. Daughters, like the phases of the moon, come
and go. They can bring light to their parents but they do not bring the stability that sons can. Given
the responsibility between sons and daughters, it makes sense how and why such a proverb was
created.
Furthermore, the values and privileges given to Hmong men is also seen in death.
According to Hmong animism or ancestral worship, when a Hmong divorced woman dies her spirit
cannot return to her parents since she is no longer part of their dab qhuas (house spirits). Similarly,
her spirit cannot return to her ex-husband’s dab qhuas either. Thus, her spirit dwells in the spirit
world of the unknown ancestors, in other words, dab tu caj tu ces. However for Hmong men in
death, they will always have a dab qhuas to go to even if they divorce their wives because they
will always remain within their family.
Given that I come from a family that instills the importance of education and my desire to
be seen as an equal compared to sons, it motivated me to excel in school. However, my prime
motivator was my dual identity as a Hmong daughter and student. In Lee’s study (1997) of Hmong
women in higher education, her participants spoke “about the link between education and freedom
from male domination” (p. 813). They believed “education leads to independence and selfempowerment” (Lee, 1997, p. 813). Similar to the women in Lee’s study, education was my way
of gaining that gender equality for which I had thirsted longingly. My hope was that once I become
educated, I would be seen with respect similar to Hmong men, but little did I realize that there
were certain expectations placed on me in terms of where I should and should not go for college.
Ever since I was in middle school, I had always shown kuv puj my report cards because I
valued her judgment and wanted her to know I was doing well in school. When I received my
college acceptance letters from Fresno state and two University of California (UC) campuses, UC
Davis and UC Riverside, I told her. To my surprise, she encouraged me to attend Fresno State
because it was closer to home. She referenced my aunts, who are her daughters as having
successfully completed their bachelor’s degree there. Additionally, she told me various stories
about other Hmong daughters in our clan who went away for college. Based on her stories, I knew
there was a stigma associated with our clan regarding daughters going off to college. Typically
these stories ended with two scenarios, the daughters running to be with their boyfriends, coming
back pregnant or pregnant and without a husband. All of these stories shared one common theme
of them not completing their undergraduate degree. These are the stories that kuv puj told in order
to discourage me from choosing a college away from home. The stories she selected demonstrated
the consequences of not following the expectations of Hmong daughters, which is to always be
close to home.
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Not only was I met with surprise by kuv puj’s reaction, but also a few of my relatives as
well. As I had mentioned earlier, my relatives are supporters of education and most had all
graduated with at least their high school diploma. They know the difference between a UC and a
state college, yet a few of them still discouraged me from going away for college. Their reasoning
reverted back to Hmong culture, where I, as a daughter will not remain in the family. My education
will not benefit my clan but my husband’s because I will be joining his. I found it ironic that they
preach educational equality for all but when it came to the fine details, they had a change of heart.
A few even told my parents not to let me go to a UC because I am a daughter. Again, my parents
were reminded that one day I will marry, and will leave my parents to help my in-laws. Their
investment in my education would be expensive if I decide to go to a UC and it will not benefit
them in the long run.
Knowing how my relatives felt, I was again oppressed with the fact that I will one day
marry and not belong with my biological parents. In Hmong, when a woman marries her relatives
tells her that:
Txij no mus ciaj los koj yog luag neeg, tuag los koj yog luag dab
(From now on alive you are their people; dead you are their ghost)
This saying relates back to the Hmong culture (especially for those who believes in the traditional
belief of animism) that when a Hmong woman marries she will join her husband’s dab qhuas,
therefore, in both life and death I have no ties to my parents. Furthermore, my parents have no real
obligation to help me be successful in school because physically and spiritually I will not be with
them. My relatives’ view of education in accordance to my gender made me regret being born a
daughter.
I remembered when my older brother, who is one year older than me got accepted to UC
Riverside and none of my relatives mentioned any cultural expectations on to him or my parents.
Their only comment was that it may be expensive. However in my situation, it was not just the
cost but also the cultural expectations that they were imposing on my parents and me. I felt the
weight of privileges between my brothers and I in the eyes of my relatives. I started to question
why my relatives had encouraged me to get straight A’s. I wondered why they held meetings with
my cousins and I to talk about the importance of education and how to do well in school, if they
also imposed these gendered expectations on us. Although it was only a few of my relatives that
had expressed their views to my parents personally, they were the ones that had the largest impact
on me. I looked up to them the most because of our close relationship and their passion towards
educational equality and their accomplishments. Their views to discourage me from attending a
UC made me realize that culture runs deep. Even in the land of opportunity in the year 2009,
education is equal but only under certain circumstances.
Fortunately, my parents were supportive of me regardless of my gender and encouraged
me to select the college I felt would allow me to reach my fullest potential. Thus, instead of
following my older bother to UC Riverside, I chose to go to UC Davis. During my undergraduate,
I did not have a job and was not able to support myself. My parents had also encouraged me to
only focus on my schooling, while they paid for my living expenses. They would also drive every
two weeks from Fresno to bring me food—just so that I have food to eat.
With the support of my parents, I was able to focus on my school and graduated from UC
Davis in three years. Following my graduation, I immediately began my master’s program and am
now pursuing my doctorate. During my bachelor's graduation commencement, I realized that I had
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overcome the stigma that plagued my Moua clan and saw the change in reaction from kuv puj.
Now, when someone asks her if she had supported me in going away for college, she tells them
she did, when in truth she did not until I had completed my bachelor’s. Similarly to kuv puj, my
relatives who doubted and were not supportive of me have also told me how proud they are of me.

Defining Culture and Gendered Ideologies
Even though I grew up in a Hmong family and knew the customs, I was caught in the middle as
an insider of my community by birthright but not knowledgeable enough to truly be considered in
the deep parts of my culture. I only had the basic understanding of what it means to be a Hmong
individual. I spoke Hmong language, ate Hmong food, and knew some of the cultural events, but
not enough to be considered culturally deep. Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo (2004) define deep culture
as “the heart of culture identity, cultural survival, and thinking. It includes ontology, cultural
models, and indigenous epistemology” (p. 241). Deep culture required a reinterpretation of how I
saw my Hmong culture, beyond the superficial and materials that I had listed. Based on their
definition, I had internalized the westerner’s perspective of my own culture. Truthfully, I saw my
own culture as very oppressive and sexist because of male privileges that exist. I was caught in
this web of understanding my culture through the lens of a westerner, where Hmong men are more
privileged and are more valued, without trying to understand the reasons behind it. I had already
imposed western views on my own culture without allowing room for me to make sense of them.
Going deep into a culture takes more than simply being born into it, but a need to understand it.
My need to understand my own Hmong culture in the U.S. forced me to rethink what it
meant to be Hmong. Feminist scholar, Uma Narayan (2004) warns about “attempting to balance
the assertion of the value of a different culture or experience against the dangers of romanticizing
it to the extent that the limitations and oppressions it confers on its subjects are ignored” (p. 214).
I understand Narayan’s concerns that I may dive too deep in my culture and be blinded to the
oppression that exists. I have to maintain a firm balance between understanding the deep culture
that Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo (2004) mentioned while simultaneously remembering to not
romanticize it.
My hope in discussing my culture is to demonstrate the deep parts of culture that I was not
aware of before. According to Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2013), “Gender Ideology is the set
of beliefs that govern people’s participation in the gender order, and by which they explain and
justify that participation” (p. 22). In other words, gender is a social construction that is based on
the actions of individuals and how they perform that gender. Each action has specific reasons for
why such expectations exist. Knowing that actions are tied to the culture adheres to Judith Butler’s
theory of performativity (1988). Butler argues that as human beings we are doing gender by
performing the prescribed actions attributed to men and women.

Hmong Culture
For Hmong culture, gender ideological beliefs were largely influenced by strong familial and
community values that take precedent over the self. Within Hmong’s patrilineal clan system, the
men carry on the family lineage, caaj ceg and the clan name, xeem (which are identified through
the eighteen Hmong surnames), and therefore, have an obligation towards his family and clansmen
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(Hang, 1997; Yang, 1982; Mouavangsou, 2009). Once a Hmong woman marries, she will carry on
her husband’s caaj ceg and xeem, and her obligation is now directed towards her husband’s family
and clansmen.
In Hmong families that still practice animism or ancestral worship, each family is
associated with dab qhuas that protects the family and must be respected (Cooper, 2008). When a
daughter marries, her in-laws will do a formal ceremony to be a part of their dab qhuas, as opposed
to sons who keep their same qab qhuas. Thus, sons play a vital role in not only the living but also
the spirit realm. Specifically only households who have the same dab qhuas as the deceased can
conduct the funeral, meaning that only sons are able to do funerals for their parents, not the
daughters because daughters belong to a different dab qhuas (Cooper, 2008). The sons also
continue the “worship of the parents and ancestors in the afterworld” (Yang, 1997, p. 3).
Contextualizing lineage, beliefs, and responsibilities builds the foundation for understanding what
the roles are in Hmong families. The exchange of responsibilities for one’s birth parents and inlaws creates a system of balance within Hmong families when their sons and daughters marry;
however, it also favors sons over daughters for the reasons above.
By understanding how gender functions within a Hmong family structure, we understand
the gendered specified roles and expectations within a Hmong patriarchal system. Knowing how
and why the world is the way it is. As Connell (1998) stated: “Gender is not only a system of
meanings; it involves the material labor of housework and machine minding, the accumulation of
wealth, the materialities of violence and power, pregnancy and child rearing, and so on” (p. 475).
Based on Connell’s definition, the prescribed roles for each gender revolves around the work they
do both in the public and private world. Since Hmong men are the ones who stay within the clans,
they are seen as the decision makers, although women can influence some decision-making
ultimately, it is the men who have the final say. This may explain why Hmong men held positions
of power within the clan, village, and the community at large as opposed to Hmong women.
Hmong men are also required to help out the family and be the breadwinner who ventures out to
provide food and shelter for their family. Women are responsible for household chores, childrearing and agricultural activities. Moreover, if that family believes in animism, then the men also
must learn the customs and rituals that are needed for those religious ceremonies and rituals.
In a western perspective, the patriarchy that exists within Hmong culture oppresses women
and does not adhere to the western view of equality. Denzi Kandiyoti (1988) explains there are
different forms of patriarchy due to class, caste, and ethnicity and within these various patriarchy
there is what she coins, patriarchy bargain. According to Kandiyoti (1988), “These patriarchal
bargains exert a powerful influence on the shaping of women’s gendered subjectivity and
determine the nature of gender ideology in different contexts” (p. 275). Her usage of including
bargain in naming the process implies that there is deal that is understood from both men and
women who participate in this structure. Those who participate in the bargain are in a sense
exerting their own agency. Kandiyoti (1988) describes this as women’s “passive resistance takes
the form of claiming their half of this particular bargain—protection in exchange for
submissiveness and propriety” (p. 283). In the case of Hmong, Hmong women may passively
bargain with the patriarchy for that protection that Kandiyoti talks about. My point here is through
Kandiyoti, I realized patriarchy is not only an abstract structure but that in order for it to exists it
involves people who are making it exist and those who follow it. This sense of understanding for
one’s own culture through non-western eyes is important.
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My Epiphany
Through my experience from high school to undergraduate, I realized I had wrongly positioned
kuv puj and relatives as being unsupportive of my college education. Davies & Harré’s (1990)
states that,
Positioning, as we will use it is the discursive process whereby selves are located in
conversation as observably and subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced
storylines. There can be interactive positioning in which what one positions another. And
there can be reflexive positioning in which one positions oneself. However it would be a
mistake to assume that, in either case, positioning is necessarily intentional. (p. 48)
Through retelling my story on paper, I realized I had interactively positioned both kuv puj
and my relatives as supporters of the oppressive Hmong patriarchy where sons are privileged. I
saw their reasoning as going against educational equality, the type that I was taught about in
schools by western teachers.
For kuv puj, I had interactively position her as denying my ability to pursue a higher
education. Without realizing and understanding her, I painted her as a bad person who exerted
cultural expectations on me. Meanwhile, I reflexively saw myself as someone who was seeking
her independence and education. It was only after I had completed my undergraduate that I saw
the stance I was taking. I was imposing my U.S. and western mentality on kuv puj—I only saw
her actions as furthering my oppression. I did not see that the stories she shared were her way of
protecting me. Based on her observations and experiences with many of the women in my clan,
going to Fresno state guaranteed their success of graduating as opposed to away from Fresno. It
was not that she did not trust me but that she was afraid that if I were not close by she would not
be able to protect and guide me in the same ways as if we were in the same city. According to
Judith Butler (1988), my choice to go away for college went against the normativity choices of a
Hmong daughter who is supposed to and should be close to home. I firmly do believe that I proved
to kuv puj that my choice in attending UC Davis might seem to venture from the gender roles of
Hmong women in Laos, but that in the United States that is acceptable. I also do believe that kuv
puj now understands the expectations that were imposed then and now are different.
As for my relatives who had discouraged me, instead of condemning them like I had earlier,
I was awakened. Similarly to kuv puj, I had interactively positioned my relatives as education
oppressors who only want to invest in Hmong sons’ education. Now, as I reflectively think about
my situation then, I was wrong. I had assumed that based on my relatives’ exposure to having lived
in the United States for over 15 years, some having grown up here as children, and all of them
having graduated with their high school diploma, would have wanted everyone to be equal.
Although my relatives’ experience may make them educated and American, they themselves are
still negotiating their own identities as Hmong refugees or Hmong Americans living in the United
States. They are still negotiating what is acceptable for Hmong sons and daughters, given what
they know about our Hmong culture. For them, their educational bargain may be that daughters
are able to go to school just like their sons and obtain a degree; however, it should be closer to
home. Or perhaps that they rather all their children to attend school close to home regardless if
they are a son or daughter.

Published by Purdue e-Pubs, 2018

7

Journal of Southeast Asian American Education and Advancement, Vol. 13 [2018], Iss. 1, Art. 4

Deception of an Educational Attainment
Upon receiving my undergraduate degree, I also realized my naiveness in believing that education
would be the key towards Hmong gendered equality. Even after having completed my bachelor’s
degree and being enrolled in the PhD program, I am not seen as an equal among Hmong men.
Although Uma Narayan (2004) had previously warned about romanticizing culture, I am stating
here that I romanticized the U.S. education system. My teachers and Hmong community led me to
believe that education would be my freedom. It was not until I had already graduated with my
bachelor’s degree and was partially through my Ph.D. that I understood this—education is not my
liberation. Simply having an education does not mean I am liberated. I began questioning why I
had negative views about my community and where did I even learn it? How did I have the words
to name my experience as “not equal” and “not fair?” From whose definition of “equal” and “fair”
was I referring to? That was when I realized that my education, although it has its benefits, blinded
me from recognizing how it was shaping the way I think about my community and culture, and
even how I interpret what I thought I knew. My educational experience gave me a deficit
understanding of what it means to be a Hmong daughter growing up in the United States. I only
knew half the truth. I only had my western lens. I had forgotten my Hmong lens. I had placed a
higher value on my western views, believing them to be more progressive and fair, while placing
Hmong culture and community as static and never changing. This was where I went wrong.
In Lee’s research (1997) on Hmong women in higher education, she concluded that Hmong
culture is changing and that “cultural transformation is not a smooth process, but a fraught with
tension and struggle” (p. 285). I do agree with Lee that cultural transformation has taken place
similarly like with education, but at the same time there is an importance to understand one’s
culture deeply without diminishing it. Understanding the culture, recognizing its realities, and
acknowledging that cultures are fluid will provide a space for understanding the ever-changing
expectations of my community. I firmly believe that if I had this perspective of my culture as a
senior in high school, I would have understood the underlying message that kuv puj and relatives’
were trying to convey. Those many years of bitterness and misunderstanding would never have
taken place. However, I do recognize that not everyone comes to this realization in their lifetime.
Some will always perceive the Hmong culture as oppressive. Some will say, “You know how
Hmong people are” to create a generalization that once again, Hmong people who are a part of the
Hmong culture are oppressing women. This perspective again does not acknowledge and denies
the fact that culture is never truly static. Culture is fluid.

Final Thoughts
The truth is even after reflecting back on my educational journey; I am still not certain what my
future will look like as a Hmong American woman. In many years to come, my identity will change
and I will be a Hmong American wife, mother, daughter-in-law, sister-in-law, aunt, grandmother—
all of which I cannot truly know for certain how and what I will be like. Even after I have sorted
out and understood that my changed perspective on how I initially saw my community created a
bridge between my grandmother and I, I am still stuck between these two worlds. I wonder what
other issues will I come into conflict with as I continue on being alive. I think about how much the
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Hmong cultural roles will have on me if I become a professor at a research university? Will I have
time to watch over my children? Will I be able to take care of my in-laws?
Although I cannot predict for certain the conflicts that will arise in my future, I am already
expecting some. I am curious to know that even after I have gone through this revitalization of
reconstructing how I was educated to re-see the world, if I will still have to continue doing that for
the rest of my life. I will admit, I do worry about my future family. Like Kandiyoti (1988), I am
already anticipating the bargain that will happen in my own family.
My purpose in sharing my personal stories was to show the layers of complexity that can
exists within Hmong families and the community at large. Furthermore, it was to demonstrate the
misconceptions of Hmong culture and how my westerner views taught to me by my educational
schoolings have shaped the ways I understood my world. Although my experience is only one of
many, it does demonstrate how much my educational schoolings influenced my negotiation
between the Hmong and American world. It can be complicated and messy at times because they
do not align perfectly with each other. I believe that in order to foster a better understanding
between the trans-generational Hmong American students and their Hmong family, it is imperative
to recognize the differences and know how to navigate through these spaces. Similarly, I hope that
this bridge of understanding can also transfer over into the U.S. public and create a space for
diversity within academia and beyond, not just for Hmong communities, but for communities of
other cultures and backgrounds.
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